
Landscape painting in settler colonies such 
as Australia tends towards the heroic – 
picturesque or sublime, iconic landscapes 
traditionally celebrate national unity and 
obscure tragedy. This makes the title of 
Kirstin Berg’s exhibition, Tragedy’s Cathedral: 
New Landscapes, even more intriguing. 
Comprising large works on paper, scattered 
chairs and found branches, the installation 
evoked a sombre atmosphere rather than 
a celebratory one. Particularly at the end 
of a hot Victorian summer, it was diffi cult 
not to recall bushfi res and their aftermath 
when faced with the dark palette of Berg’s 
landscapes and charred chairs. At fi rst, I 
thought the installation was intended to 
function, like a cathedral, as a space for 
contemplation on such a natural tragedy. But, 
on refl ection, the work is more layered and 
provocative than simply a representation of a 
particular catastrophic event. 

Berg’s large works on paper were of two types. 
She composed the fi rst, titled “Monument 
II”, “Further”, “Phoenix” and “Cathedral”, by 
layering cut or torn paper fragments over a 
dark background of ash, ink and graphite. 
Like leaves pinned onto interlaced branches, 
Berg created a complex layering of foliage-like 
paper forms. Despite the background’s black 
and grey tones, subtle gradations of gold 
and aqua exposed a sense of renewal or an 
organic struggle of emerging brilliance. The 
artist exposed this organic sense not only in 
the forms but also in the visible remainders of 
the creative process. By building up layers, 
colouring, cutting and pinning, Berg’s creative 
process functioned like natural processes. 
Titles such as “Phoenix” and “Cathedral” 
reinforced the sense of destruction, 
contemplation and renewal apparent in the 
creation of this landscape.

The second type of work comprised three 
large diptychs of ink washes on paper, 
titled “Angel”, “Bush Voodoo I” and “Bush 
Voodoo II”. In these, Berg more explicitly 
exposed a dialogue between deliberate action 
and chance, the spiky forms like gnarled 
branches or exposed roots erupted from the 
paper ground. Physically large, the scale of 
these images enveloped the viewer. As if 
rained on, the spontaneous washes of ink on 
blackened branches again suggested ongoing 
processes. Berg’s mix of scales, between 
the vast abstract “bush” and the sensual 
precision of an individual branch or leaf, left 
the viewer oscillating between the universal 
and the particular. The tactile nature of these 
surfaces embodied a process in which the 
artist pushed the materials to their limits, 
an apt metaphor for more general, global 
processes occuring all around us. 

Berg works in series, reworking the same 
theme in a distinctive personal language. But, 
as landscapes, these compositions are not 
representations of a specifi c geographical 
place (as in Fred Williams’ landscape series, 
for example), but more abstract, more virtual. 
Berg’s landscapes have a distinctive spatial 
depth created by her layering and editing. In 
our digital era, layering and editing are usually 
associated with achieving seamless perfection. 
But Berg’s layering seems self-consciously 
analog – worked by hand, pinned, brushed, 
wiped and washed in a manner whereby the 
artist’s trace remains on the surface. In all their 
imperfection, Berg has channelled, and then 
contained improvised, responsive gestures 
within the limits of each paper fi eld.

As well as the works on paper, Gallerysmith 
was scattered with painted wood fragments 
and charred chairs. The chairs’ high backs 

evoked thrones, as if to suggest the remains 
of a once powerful force. Collectively titled 
“Family”, the chairs’ ambiguous relationship 
to the works on paper provoked thoughts on 
the alchemy at work in transforming natural 
materials into furniture, then transforming 
functional furniture into sculpture. There 
was also a sense of melancholy in Tragedy’s 
Cathedral, as if human life had left the space 
and what remained was still, vast, and 
powerful. Even the branches that remained 
behind – once attached to trees as living 
limbs – transformed by human intervention 
into aesthetic objects. A cathedral 
often insists its occupants to refl ect on 
uncomfortable truths. 

Anxieties around national and cultural 
identities in Australia are often negotiated in 
relation to landscape painting – from the 19th 
century European picturesque and sublime 

paintings to contemporary Western Desert 
acrylic paintings – the struggle is over not only 
representing the “essence” of the landscape 
but also of representing identity. In this 
context, Tragedy’s Cathedral both challenged 
the (predominantly male) Australian landscape 
tradition and negotiated a diffi cult terrain. 
Berg’s alternative path – neither celebratory 
of the settler landscape nor of indigenous 
narratives – is more abstract, intuitive and 
global. Tragedy’s Cathedral was a spatial 
environment composed from a particular 
personal history and creative process that is 
also universal. The weight and complexity of 
layers that remained on paper, on the chairs 
and on the branches evoked a more abstract 
unfolding of forces. Berg’s “inner” landscapes 
were provocative, challenging the viewer to 
engage with partially unformed impressions, 
with the limits of materials, and with processes 
ultimately beyond our control. 
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Your exhibition Tradgedy’s Cathedral is 
showing now at Gallerysmith in Melbourne. 
What inspires this latest body of work? 

This body of work has been brewing for 
quite some time. It represents a culmination 
of themes and ideas which predominately 
revolve around my concern for the 
environmental and psychological tipping point 
we are currently facing. It is a very personal 
body of work for me which has come out of 
the tragic loss of family members, but I think 
it also speaks beyond the personal: it is about 
the process of transforming our losses into 
something new and meaningful.

Can you tell me a bit about the title and 
how it relates to the work? 

The title came to me shortly after returning 
from Europe last year. Whilst there, I visited 
many cathedrals particularly in France, 
and I was awe struck by the architecture 
of these places and the palpable tension 
between ideas of oblivion (war and death) 
and commemoration (birth, love spirituality) 
evident within them. These cathedrals were 
simultaneously places of mourning and 
celebration; tragic and ecstatic; full of beauty 
and horror. In the creation of this work, I was 
driven by similar contradictions (both formally 
and critically) and by powerful emotional 
states that surround life and death. I love the 
title Tragedy’s Cathedral New Landscapes 
because it is instantly dramatic yet not 
completely obvious. It is an invitation to 
bring your own experience to the work, and I 
think it’s a very open and broad invitation.  I 
purposefully develop titles that do not box the 
work into a one dimensional interpretation.

Your work is powered by the conflicting 
elements of drama, beauty, and foreboding. 
What is it about these elements that  
compel you? 

Despite the fact we have infinitely different 
responses to and interpretations of what 
drama, beauty or foreboding may be or look 
like, paradoxically, these elements are both 
familiar and universal to everyone. We can 
recognize and manifest them easily. That 
makes them incredibly potent and immediate 
sources for the work. I am always striving to 
bring these elements into my work. It’s the 
tension between them that creates energy 
and complexity and power.

You’re fascinated by the random and often 
brutal forces that occur in nature and their 
relationship with our psychological and 
physical experiences. How do you see this 
relationship playing out? 

Nature is a gigantic mirror to our own 
experience. I think the idea of the “perfect 
harmony” of nature is only an illusion that we 
have created in our own minds and in reality, 
it is much more brutal and unruly.

We witness the collapse and renewal, and 
the unexpected catastrophes or sublime 
harmonies played out in nature every day. 
This collapse and renewal process is also 
continually happening to us. In the collapse, 
there is a great tragedy or death, sometimes 
a victory, and often a profound beauty. There 
is also great sadness and loss. There are a 
million different emotional qualities playing 
out, some of which we are aware, some of 
which are hidden to us. I am fascinated by 

these forces and processes that are at once 
unpredictable and inevitable. 

I’m interested in the process behind your 
amazing large-scale assemblages. How do 
you work through a composition? 

I have spent hundreds of hours in the 
Australian bush and taken as many photos. I 
develop the forms and compositions for the 
assemblages by recalling my experience and 
referencing the photographs. I experiment 
with simplifying and/or exaggerating forms 
through a series of fast pen sketches until I 
find a composition I am satisfied with. I have a 
clear idea of colour in my mind before I begin 
which is determined intuitively in terms of the 
emotional quality I want the work to have. 

I then hand colour long sheets of paper with 
fire ash, pigment, water colour and/or spray 
paint. These sheets become my “palette” 
that I can then construct with. It is a matter 
of starting with big bold gestures first and 
working back to the finer more intricate details. 

Of all the works in this show, the assemblages 
are the most challenging to create. They 
could be likened to an impossible jigsaw 
puzzle without a reference picture. Despite 
enormous planning, they always take on a life 
of their own and during their creation, they 
determine their own logic. It is usually a battle 
to the end. 

These wall-based works are presented 
together with ‘sculptural cathedra’ 
fashioned from found objects and painted 
bush debris. How do these speak to the 
ideas you’re exploring here?

There are 7 sculptures in this show that I 
have jointly titled “Family”. They embody 
distinct personages that are independent yet 
connected to each other. They have been 
constructed out of “leftovers” or “debris”; 
the discarded things that are forgotten. For 
me they are an attempt to rebuild something 
majestic and meaningful out of the neglected. 
They are also about redemption and the 
ongoing challenge or question that hovers 

incessantly in the foreground of my art and 
my life: how can I turn shit into gold?

You currently live and work between 
Melbourne and Berlin. How does splitting  
your time between these two cities affect  
your practice? Were these works created  
here or in Berlin?

These works were conceived in Berlin last 
year and in a broad sense this work has 
very much been inspired by European 
cathedrals, brutalist architecture and the 
tradition of post war German art and thinking 
that predominantly focusses on themes 
surrounding life and death, the power of 
nature, and the human condition. The 
realization of the work has all happened in 
Melbourne over the last 5 months. I think this 
show embodies a really interesting meld of 
both Australian and European characteristics. 
It is crucial for me to live between two worlds. 
It keeps me out of complacency and Berlin 
is physically closer to the rest of the world. It 
keeps me operating in the bigger picture. 

Are there any shows or artists that have 
really resonated with you recently, either 
here in Australia or in Berlin? 

I visited the 2015 Venice Biennale last year;  
All the World’s Futures. It blew me away. 
I found a lot of the work to be the most 
impacting and relevant art I’ve seen in a while. 
Collectively, the art described the current 
state of things and it was not pretty, but 
incredibly powerful and moving.
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